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Executive Summary

In August 1996 Congress passed and the President signed a new federal welfare reform law,
titled The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996
(PRWORA). This legislation, which replaced Aid to Families with Dependent Children
(AFDC) with the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) block grant to States,
retained the federal entitlement nature of the Food Stamp Program. At the same time,
PRWORA provided States with an array of Food Stamp Program policy options, particularly in
areas that are designed to promote personal responsibility through work requirements and
participant sanctions. Most of the food stamp provisions of PRWORA went into effect in Fall
1996, although the two major eligibility restrictions — for able-bodied adults without

dependents and legal aliens — were largely implemented in 1997.

The potential for significant variations in State Food Stamp Programs became evident soon
after passage of PRWORA. In order to begin understanding the choices being made by State
Food Stamp Programs, FNS commissioned Health Systems Research, Inc. (HSR) to conduct a
study titled Tracking State Food Stamp Choices and Implementation Strategies Under Welfare
Reform.

This report presents data collected by HSR in the first phase of the study. A telephone survey
was conducted with State food stamp agency officials from 50 States and the District of
Columbia in November and December of 1997. Data collected reflects information on the
policy choices States had in place at the time of the survey and does not reflect changes made
since the survey was completed. Additional data will be collected in the next phase of the

study, through case studies with State and local food stamp officials in selected States.
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The telephone survey addressed State choices in the following six subject areas:

n Implementation of the new provision that imposes time limits and work
requirements for able- bodied adults without dependents (ABAWDS),

= Food stamp sanctions,

a Treatment of drug felons and fleeing felons,

u Databases used to verify client information,

n State-funded food assistance programs for legal immigrants, and

= Changes in coordination of the food stamp and TANF application process.

Highlights of the key survey findings are summarized in sections A through F below.

A.  State Choices on Implementation of ABAWD Provision

Overall, the States varied greatly in the implementation policy choices they made with regard
to the new ABAWD provision. This included variations in choices regarding exemptions for
those unable to work, development of work programs for ABAWDs, and the ability to track

information on ABAWDs. Key survey findings in this subject area include:

n Criteria and procedures for determining inability to work. Nearly three-
fourths (34) of the 47 States with statewide policy guidance on determining
disability for ABAWD:s reported that the stringency of the criteria and
procedures they use to determine ABAWD disability exemptions were about the
same as the criteria and procedures used for determining the food stamp work
registration exemption. Eight States reported that these criteria and procedures
were more stringent and five States reported that they were less stringent.

n Definition of adult caretakers. Thirty-one States reported that all adults in a
household could potentially be exempt from the time limit and work
requirements when there is a dependent child in the household. One State
reported that all adult relative caretakers could be exempt. Sixteen States
reported that one or both parents could be exempt. Two States permitted only
one parent to be exempt.
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u Balanced Budget Act optional ABAWD exemptions. At the time of the survey,
37 of the State food stamp agencies had made a decision regarding the new
optional ABAWD exemptions authorized under the Balanced Budget Act of
1997. Of these States, 22 had decided to implement the new exemption. Eleven
of the 15 States that had decided not to implement the new ABAWD
exemptions were States that in 1997 had no ABAWD waivers or had waived
less than 15 percent of their ABAWD caseload from the time limit and work
requirement provisions.

L Workfare programs. Twenty-five States reported having workfare programs
for ABAWDs. Prior to enactment of PRWORA, 16 of these 25 States had a
workfare program in place in at least part of their State, and for at least some
categories of food stamp participants. Of the 25 States with workfare programs
for ABAWDs, 13 reported that the largest proportion of slots were with public
sector organizations; 12 reported that they had self-initiated workfare programs,
allowing clients to locate their own workfare slots with community
organizations. Of note, however, is the fact that of States that reported monthly
estimates of the number of ABAWDS in their workfare programs, the majority
reported having only 90 or fewer ABAWDs in workfare slots.

= Tracking systems. Twenty-five of the States reported that they had automated
systems for tracking the work status and time limits of ABAWDs. Thirty-four
States reported they had an automated system to track ABAWDs if they applied
for food stamps elsewhere within the State.

B.  State Choices on Food Stamp Program Sanctions

The States varied greatly in the number and type of optional food stamp sanctions selected in
the first year of PRWORA implementation. The survey results indicate that most States are
moving cautiously in this area of food stamp policy. Key findings on the extent and nature of

State choices in this area are provided below.

n food stamp employment and training sanctions. Under PRWORA, States
have the option to disqualify only the head of the food stamp household if
he/she does not comply with the food stamp E & T requirements. Under prior
law, States were required to disqualify the entire food stamp household in these
cases. Twenty-seven States reported disqualifying only the head of the
household if he/she does not comply with the food stamp E & T requirements.
Twenty-one States continued to disqualify the entire household if the person
who did not comply was the head of the household. Three States reported
sometimes sanctioning the individual and sometimes the entire household,
depending on circumstances.
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Comparable disqualification for noncompliance with another means-tested
program. Thirteen States chose this new option. Of these 13 States, 11 utilized
the option for TANF program violations, including violations of work
requirements. Two States utilized the option for both TANF and GA work
requirement violations.

Reduction of food stamp benefits when household is sanctioned in TANF.
Seven States selected this optino, with three States using this sanction policy in
combination with the comparable disqualification option.

Disqualification for failure to cooperate with child support or for child
support payment in arrears. Eight States chose one or both of these options,
with six States applying the sanction to all food stamp cases, and two States
limiting the sanction to only TANF cases.

Sanction for failure to ensure minors attend school. Four States selected this
sanction option, with two States reducing the household benefits and two States
disqualifying the parent of the minor child.

Patterns in State choices for work-related food stamp sanctions. When
examining State choices specific to work-related food stamp sanctions, two
groupings of States were identified as reflecting either a consistent pattern of
“more stringent” or “more lenient” sanction policy approaches. The States
identified as taking a “more stringent” approach were Idaho, lowa, Kansas,
Mississippi, Michigan, North Dakota, and Ohio. The States identified as taking
a “more lenient” approach were: Alaska, District of Columbia, Hawaii, Illinois,
Maryland, New York, Pennsylvania, Washington, and West Virginia.

C.  Treatment of Drug Felons and Fleeing Felons

Eligibility of drug felons. The survey results reveal that 21 States had opted out
of the federal provision in PRWORA that makes all drug felons ineligible for
food stamps. Ten of these 21 States had opted out entirely, while 11 States did
sanction some categories of drug felons.

Systems for identifying fleeing felons. 47 States had an “ask the client”
approach to identifying fleeing felons, who are ineligible for food stamps. Nine
of these States also tracked arrest warrants or other court records and four States
verified the client’s information against another State or Federal database.
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D. Databases Used to Verify Client Information

The survey revealed that all States were continuing to use most of the Income and Eligibility
Verification System (IEVS) and only one State discontinued the use of the Systematic Alien

Verification for Entitlements (SAVE) Program.

E. State/Local Food Assistance Programs for Legal Immigrants

At the time of the survey, 11 States had a State-funded food assistance program for legal
immigrants in place. Of these 11 States, nine States tied income eligibility for the new
program to 100 percent of federal food stamp eligibility and five States provided the assistance

only to children under age 18, the disabled, and/or the elderly.

F. Coordination of Food Stamp and TANF Application Process

It is likely that changes in the focus of welfare policy may have affected coordination between
food stamps and cash welfare in ways that can only be observed at the local level. Hence, it is
not surprising that only seven States reported that they have policies in place that may affect

the coordination of the TANF and food stamp application process.
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CHAPTER |

Introduction and Background

In October 1996, Health Systems Research, Inc. (HSR) was awarded a contract by the Food
and Nutrition Service (FNS) of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) to conduct a study
on State Food Stamp Program policy choices since enactment of the Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA). This study, titled Tracking
State Food Stamp Choices and Implementation Strategies under Welfare Reform, is designed
to describe for FNS the State food stamp policy choices and implementation strategies used by
their local offices in the wake of the new flexibility provided to States by both PRWORA of
1996 and the Balanced Budget Act of 1997 (BBA).

HSR will prepare four written products in conjunction with this study, as listed below:

n A technical memorandum was provided to FNS in the winter of 1997,
summarizing new State food stamp policy options and waivers under PRWORA
and existing information available on State choices under these options and
waivers.

u The summary descriptive report on State food stamp policy choices presented
here, which is based on a telephone survey of State food stamp officials
conducted by HSR in November and early December 1997.

n An analytical report examining the policy implications of State food stamp
policy choices as well as local implementation strategies. Data for the latter
will be gathered by HSR through site visits to State and local food stamp offices
later this year.

» A report to FNS with recommendations for designing a systematic approach for
collecting information on an ongoing basis about State food stamp policy
choices.
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This report is divided in two sections. The body of the report contains an overview of the
methodology and a summary of the findings from the HSR telephone survey of State food
stamp officials regarding their State food stamp policy choices. Appendix A contains data
tables displaying detailed State-by-State responses and national summary findings on the

extent and nature of the States’ choices. Appendix B contains a copy of the survey instrument.

This introductory chapter summarizes the policy context for this study and its research

objectives.

A. Policy Context

The Food Stamp Program, administered by FNS, is a major component of the Nation’s
nutrition security strategy and a central element of America’s antipoverty efforts. The primary
objective of the Food Stamp Program is to increase the food purchasing power of low-income
individuals and families so they may obtain a nutritious diet. The program accomplishes its
mission by providing food assistance in the form of coupons that are redeemable for food at
authorized retail stores or through electronic benefit transfer (EBT) cards that directly transfer

the participant’s food stamp benefits to authorized grocers at the check-out counter.

The Food Stamp Program is structured as a Federal entitlement program. Food stamp benefits
are available to all persons who meet the Federally determined eligibility criteria related to
income level, the value of assets, and certain nonfinancial criteria such as work registration.
Unlike other Federal income maintenance programs, the Food Stamp Program has historically
not had categorical eligibility criteria such as the presence of a child, a disabled person, or an

elderly adult in the household.

Although primarily Federally funded, the program is administered by State and local
governments. Program benefits are fully funded by the Federal government, and

administrative costs are shared by the Federal government and State and local governments
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that administer the program. States are responsible for certifying applicant households and

arranging for issuance of the correct amount of food stamp benefits to them.

For more than 20 years, Federal food stamp law and regulations have explicitly defined
eligibility to participate in the program, the process and rules of benefit determination, and the
recipient work requirements. As a result, policies and implementation of eligibility
requirements, benefit determination, and work rules have varied little among the States.
However, in recent years, States have had increased flexibility to make choices in the Food

Stamp Program in two significant ways:

L Through greater State options in PRWORA and the BBA; and

n Through FNS-approved waivers from the Federal food stamp requirements.

With the enactment of PRWORA, States began initiating major changes to their cash
assistance programs for families through the new Temporary Assistance to Needy Families
(TANF) block grant program. These changes are focused on creating strict time limits and
more work requirements for program eligibility. Similarly, PRWORA provided States with an
array of options for re-engineering the Food Stamp Program, particularly in the area of work
requirements and participant sanctions. A natural result of this new flexibility is that a variety
of State policies related to food stamp disqualification practices, benefit determination, and

work-related time limits and sanctions have replaced more uniform national standards.

While the potential for significant variations in State policy became evident soon after passage
of PRWORA, States were not required to report all of their new choices to FNS. To obtain this
information in a systematic fashion and to assist FNS in developing a long-term tracking
system on State food stamp policy choices, FNS contracted with HSR to conduct two phases of
primary research in Fiscal Year 1998: a telephone survey of State food stamp agency officials
and site visits to selected State and local food stamp offices. This information is needed by
FNS and by the States not only to assess how different States have responded to the new policy
choices available, but also to provide information to public policy makers about the potential

implications of specific policy changes in the Food Stamp Program under welfare reform.
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Such information is needed as the States and Federal government assess the impacts of welfare

reform and consider future rule changes and the policy direction of the program.

This report is based on the findings of the first phase of research, whose objectives are

described in the following section.

B.  Research Objectives

The overall objective of this report is to provide FNS and the States information on the extent
and nature of State food stamp policy choices in response to new State options granted under
the PRWORA and the BBA. Given the rapid changes in State cash assistance programs
related to work requirements and time limits, a secondary research objective is to describe any

overarching patterns that emerge in State food stamp policy choices.

The information in this report will enable State policy makers to take advantage of each other’s
experience as they anticipate making future decisions on food stamp policy options. This
information can also form the basis for future evaluative research to examine the extent to
which new State food stamp policy choices under PRWORA and the BBA have resulted in any

of the following consequences:

= Loss of food stamp benefits and eligibility for low-income individuals or
families,

. Changes in participation in the Food Stamp Program by eligible households,

a Changes in work activity among nonworking or part-time employed food stamp
recipients,
L Changes in the coordination and simplification of the application and eligibility

determination processes for food stamp and TANF families; and/or

= Food insecurity among affected individuals.

Finally, the experience gained from this survey and from interviews with State food stamp

officials in selected States during our next phase of data collection will assist HSR in working
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